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³0DQRI1R3DUW\´Tzvetan Todorov and Intellectual Engagement 
 
³Engagement´ has a very specific resonance in French. One the one hand, since the 
Dreyfuss affair, it is immediately associated with the general notion of intellectual, 
while, on the other hand, it is closely bound to the figure of Jean-Paul Sartre and 
existentialism. This article will not engage (no pun intended) with the thought of 
Sartre, even though his shadow always lurks in the background, but perhaps slightly 
unexpectedly with that of Tzvetan Todorov¶V.  
 
The article will seek to draw out 7RGRURY¶VFRQFHSWLRQRIWKHLQWHOOHFWXDO¶VUROHfrom 
a range of works spanning more than three decades. Although he is well-known 
within literary theoretical circles, it seems that the details of his intellectual 
development are less commonly known. Therefore, a very brief overview of his 
intellectual biography will help define his intellectual practice as well as the 
conception of intellectual engagement which we can derive from his body of work. In 
the latter part of the article I will compare and contrast his definition of the role of the 
intellectual with that of other prominent intellectuals.1 
 
A quick search on Google associates the following terms with the TXHU\³Tzvetan 
Todorov´: ³WKHRU\´³the fantastic´³narrative´³QDUUDWLYHWKHRU\ERRN´³WKH
FRQTXHVWRI$PHULFD´³WKHIDQWDVWLFSGI´³TXRWHV´³ILOPWKHRU\´. Of course, search 
engines in particular and even the Internet in general cannot be credited to be the most 
accurate research criteria by academic standards but this gives us a sense if not of 
what his intellectual activity is widely perceived to be dealing with, at least in the 
Anglo-American world, but at any rate of what people who take the trouble to look 
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him up are interested in or expecting to find. In brief, this would seem to be an 
intuitively accurate reflection of how people have seen and continue to see him. There 
may well be a major flaw in this reasoning, loosely based on a Google algorithm, but 
it probably gives an indication of which of his works American syllabi reference in 
their undergraduate courses the most and by default in which of the disciplines he has 
engaged with his influence appears strongest. If this is indeed the case, the balance 
tips predominantly towards his early, structuralist works. 
 
The most commonly searched terms on Google do not give us an incorrect image of 
7RGRURY¶VLQWHOOHFWXDODFWLYLW\RQO\RQHIUR]HQLQWLPH. Todorov edited a collection of 
texts by the Russian Formalists and wrote the most successful and complete analysis 
to this day of fantastic literature. These two works were published, respectively, in 
1966 and in 1970.  
 
In the decade which followed, he co-founded with Gérard Genette the series at Le 
Seuil entitled ³Poétique´ and together they can be credited with some of the most 
penetrating analyses of narratives of the 1970s and for the ³birth´ of narratology 
(³narratologie´). Those among you familiar ZLWK%DNKWLQ¶VWKRXJKWNQRZWKDW
Todorov wrote what was for years the definitive introduction to Bakhtin (Mikhail 
Bakhtine: Le Principe dialogique), at least in France.2 This book was phenomenally 
successful: although it is now out of print in French %DNKWLQ¶VVWDUKDVZDQHGDOLWWOH
in France), in English it went into eleven reprints. Although it was bought and 
referenced a lot, it was not read very attentively. There are some sizeable problems 
with 7RGRURY¶s interpretation of Bakhtin, it is true, but also some very interesting 
finds which went largely unnoticed at the time. Interestingly, this book does not come 
 3 
up in the most common search terms associated with Todorov. One reason could be 
that his reading of Bakhtin was dominated by the trends that actually come up in the 
search box, in other words a structuralist approach. However, this is a contentious 
point, which I have explored at length elsewhere.3 
 
Interestingly, his Conquest of America, published in 1982, which truly inaugurates his 
change of vision and approach as a literary theorist now appears in the most 
commonly searched terms (a year or so after his death).4 In this work, he analyses the 
narratives of the conquest of the Americas: the conquistadors¶ memoirs, the 
PLVVLRQDULHV¶WH[WVDQG some native accounts. He develops a semiotic explanation for 
the surprising success of the few hundred conquistadors opposed to the millions of 
natives. In his interpretation of these texts, Todorov brings to light the sophisticated 
understanding of the Europeans, in particular Cortès, of the ways in which 
communication can be manipulated to achieve a certain goal. In short, this use of 
communication takes into consideration the Other and how he or she will understand 
and interpret the messages. It also relies on a fairly sophisticated awareness of the 
2WKHU¶VZRUOGYLHZZKDWthe Other may or may not know, and how to take advantage 
of any blind spots. The Europeans, especially Cortès, are masters at subjecting all 
their communications to the objective of conquering the land, the people and the gold. 
This book functions as DWXUQLQJSRLQWLQ7RGRURY¶Voeuvre because it already posits 
one of the most important aspects of his thought: in The Conquest of America, 
Todorov places literature and narratives at the center of his enquiry, but this enquiry is 
no longer focused on the mechanics of narratives. It seeks on the contrary to enlighten 
us and broaden our understanding of the world and of others. It is a historical enquiry, 
which uses as its material, if not quite literature in the narrow sense of the word, at 
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least narratives, native chronicles and written testimonies. In this, it does not conform 
to recognisable norms of historical research, since it applies the methodologies of 
literary research. Literature appears hereDVLQPXFKRI7RGRURY¶VODWHUZULWLQJDVWKH
privileged medium to access knowledge about ourselves, others, our past and the 
world (in this he is in total agreement with Sartre). This is in embryonic form what 
Todorov will later define as ³dialogic criticism´, to which I will return in a moment. 
 
While this work has recently appeared in the list of most commonly searched terms, 
and some of his more recent works GRQ¶t: among them, /HV0RUDOHVGHO¶KLVWRLUH (The 
Morals of History), )DFHjO¶H[WUrPH (Facing the Extreme), Nous et les autres (On 
Human Diversity), as well as all his works on French Humanist thought: on Constant, 
Rousseau, Montaigne, on the Enlightenment, on democracy, on painting: including 
Goya, the Dutch masters, esp. Rembrandt, and more recently on social issues which 
affect us, his readers, now from military intervention abroad to terrorism and 
islamophobia. 
 
Why are we lagging so far behind? Is it a general fact that academia and the educated 
public take a number of decades to digest thought and books and will have more or 
less caught up with his thought in forty years from now? Is it incredibly sensitive 
material, which harbors enormous potential for subversion and is best ignored? While 
all these questions may be to a degree answered with a yes, it is clear that there is 
more to it. And we need to turn to his definition of the role and the function of the 
intellectual to address the problem correctly. 
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In The Morals of History (/HV0RUDOHVGHO¶KLVWRLUH) Todorov starts his examination 
of the role and importance of ethics in the humanities ±"histoire´ plays on the double 
French meaning of ³story´ and ³history´ while the whole expression (la morale de 
O¶KLVWRLUH) designates the moral teaching of a story ± with a historical survey of the 
relationship between the natural sciences, the human sciences, the questions of truth 
and of the good. Even though Todorov criticizes the scientistic view that science 
discovers the truth, only to debunk it by clarifying that science operates by creating 
falsifiable hypotheses, he does adhere to the commonly held conception of the 
separation of the natural and the human sciences which is at the origin of our modern 
academic and research institutions and which can be traced back to the neo-Kantian 
philosophical tradition and the construction of academic disciplines in the nineteenth 
century. This separation is based on the nature of the object of study, an object in the 
natural sciences, but another subject in the humanities. Todorov then refines the 
distinction by bringing together the natural and the human sciences and claiming that 
they both have as their horizon of enquiry, or research goal, the search for truth, 
although truth itself may well never be attainable or complete. And this search for 
truth in turn leads to ideological and ethical choices: he writes in Literature and its 
Theorists that ³[a]nyone who accepts the principle of a shared search for truth is 
already practicing dialogic criticism´. He further explains that ³RQH¶VRZQRSLQLRQ
expressed in dialogue with the text under examination is the expression of a 
responsible ethics´.5  There is therefore no avoiding the moral dimension not only in 
WKHLQWHOOHFWXDO¶VZRUNEXWDOVRLQWKHFULWLF¶V 
 
This ethical dimension of research inquiry is central to the role of the intellectual in 
7RGRURY¶VZRUN7R/HR6WUDXVV¶VXQLYHUVDOLVPDQG0D[:HEHU¶VGLYHUVLW\7RGRURY
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opposes the synthesizing position of Raymond Aron, which reconciles facts and 
values and the search for truth not as a material given but as an aspiration towards 
universality. In this way, one can overcome the incompatibility between philosophy 
and politics, in other words, the incompatibility between on the one hand the search 
for truth and justice and on the other hand the defense of local interests, in other 
words politics.6 In a short piece entitled ³0RGHUQ*DGIOLHV´ ³(Les Taons modernes´), 
included in The Morals of Historiy, and which follows the debate about values, 
7RGRURYH[SRXQGVKLVFRQFHSWLRQRIWKHLQWHOOHFWXDO¶VUROHLQPRUHGHWDLO 
 
Drawing on WKHLPDJHU\RIWKHJDGIO\IURP3ODWR¶V6RFUDWHV¶V$SRORJ\, Todorov 
places at the center of his definition of the intellectual the critical role of the 
intellectual, who constantly must pressure or sting his peers and contemporary society 
more broadly to keep to their ideals.7 Of course, the title itself is just such a sting: in 
French it sounds identical to Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶VMRXUQDO, Les Temps 
modernes. The role of the intellectual, as Todorov theorises it in this short text, is 
RSSRVHGWRERWKWKHUHVHDUFKHU¶VZKLFKWKH(QJOLVKWHUP³academic´ would probably 
EHVWWUDQVODWHDQGWRWKHDFWLYLVW¶V+HSOD\IXOO\GLYLGHVXSWKHGD\IURPWRIRUWKH
academic and from 5 to 9 for the activist, thus emphasizing the possible coexistence 
DQGDOWHUQDWLRQRIWKHVHWZRUROHVZLWKLQDVLQJOHLQGLYLGXDO¶VOLIH Interestingly, this 
GLYLVLRQRIWKHGD\¶VODERUVHHPVWRH[FOXGHWKHSRVVLELOLW\WKDWDFDGHPLFUHVHDUFK
could constitute activism. Perhaps, this UHYHDOVPRUHDERXW7RGRURY¶VFRQFHSWLRQRI
the intellectual than may appear at first sight. Academic research deals with universals 
whereas activism necessarily defends local interests, although in some cases they can 
be of global significance, such as the protection of the environment and the fight 
against climate change or the defense of human rights,QWRGD\¶VJOREDOL]HGZRUOG
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issues such as climate change and neoliberal economic exploitation of vast areas of 
thHZRUOGIRUWKHEHQHILWRIWKH³North´, appear a lot less local than previous 
definitions of political activism might entail. However, one could argue that local 
interests, even in the narrow sense, usually have a more universal value at some level: 
for example, an activist may be resisting the construction of a nuclear reactor in 
his/her area, not just because it affects local people but also because he/she considers 
nuclear power dangerous and opposes it wherever it comes from (fracking is another 
example which comes to mind). Activism by nature has to involve some form of 
action; and how can one act in abstraction from all localisation? Works by Naomi 
Klein or Noam Chomsky debunk in exemplary fashion the notion that academic 
research and activism are incompatible.  But there is more to 7RGRURY¶VGHILQLWLRQRI
the intellectual than this. He defines the third role, that of the intellectual, in the 
following way: the necessity for the specialist of the human mind (³O¶HVSULWKXPDLQ´) 
and its works to give account of the values underlying his/her work and of their 
relation with the values of society (Todorov, /HV0RUDOHVGHVO¶KLVWRLUH, p. 358). He 
goes on to write that: 
 
the intellectual confronts the particular which we all experience with the 
universal and creates a space in which we can discuss the legitimacy of our 
values. He (sic) refuses to see truth reduced as much to the pure adequation to 
facts which the academic claims for himself as to truth-revelation, or the faith 
of the militant; on the contrary, he aspires to a truth of unveiling and 
consensus, towards which we get close by practicing reflexive examination 
and dialogue. (Todorov, Les 0RUDOHVGHO¶KLVWRLUH, pp. 358-59, my 
emphases).8 
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Before we look in more detail at this specification of the role of the intellectual, it is 
important to note two terms: consensus and dialogue. Dialogue has been particularly 
fashionable since the ascent of Bakhtin in American academic discourse in the 1980s; 
but it has far deeper roots stretching as far back as Antiquity and the practice of 
Socratic dialogue. With the concept of dialogue, Todorov grants either the ideas he is 
discussing, or their author, equal status with his own ideas or himself, and posits the 
discovery of truth as the ultimate aim of the exercise, much as Socrates did. With 
consensusKHJRHVEH\RQGWKH6RFUDWLFPROGDQGDFFHSWVWKDWWKHRWKHU¶VLGHDVPD\
be as equally valid in that process in the sense that they contribute just as much to the 
aim of discovering the truth (although, it has to be noted, both the dialogic framework 
and truth as the horizon of enquiry automatically exclude absolute relativism). He is 
therefore faithful to the neo-.DQWLDQEDFNJURXQGRI%DNKWLQ¶VFRQFHSWLRQRIGLDORJXH, 
which rests on a subject-subject relation. 
 
To return to the quotation above, it appears that WKHLQWHOOHFWXDO¶VUROHDQGDFWLYLW\LV
QRWPHUHO\WKHFRPELQDWLRQRIWKHDFDGHPLF¶VDQGWKHDFWLYLVW¶V, but is in fact of a 
different order. The very function of the intellectual is to ³judge the real in 
comparison to an ideal´LQ7RGRURY¶VRZQZRUGV, and if this seems just a little too 
abstract, the following quotation might explain what Todorov has in mind more 
specifically: ³Today the typical intellectual >«@ addresses the whole of society, which 
he would rather represent than the State´9 In other words, his/her activity is purely 
ideological and does not meddle with politics. The role of the intellectual is therefore 
closely interconnected to the media, which enable this link between the intellectual 
and his society: the media here include books, the press, radio and television.10  
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This is of course very reminiscent RI6DUWUH¶VZRUN4X¶HVW-ce que la littérature? 
(What is Literature?) in which he extolls the power of the media: newspapers will 
give an author a thirty-fold readership; UDGLRWKH%%&LQWKLVFDVHJDYH6DUWUH¶VHuis 
Clos a twenty-fold audience while it had been censored on stage in England; FLQHPD¶V
impact is even more spectacular when one considers film adaptations of novels which 
only had a very small initial print run but are then watched by millions.11 This 
unprecedented reach and exposure would seem, at least to the untrained eye, to bring 
unprecedented power. However, Sartre immediately tones down this optimistic 
assessment. Only a few thousands of the newspaper readers will have the curiosity to 
seek out and buy WKHDXWKRU¶VRWKHUZRUNVZKHUHWKHEHVWRIKLVWDOHQWLVexpressed; 
the English theatre-goers would have willfully FKRVHQWRDWWHQG6DUWUH¶VSOD\, whereas 
the radio audience is only switching on to the program by habit and will forget the 
play, never mind its message, as soon as it is finished. Finally, cinemagoers are no 
EHWWHUWUHDWHGLQ6DUWUH¶VSHVVLPLVWLFDVVHVVPHQWRIPDVVPHGLDthe original novel will 
only appear as a more or less faithful commentary of the film on which the latter is 
nevertheless based.12 Sartre seems to condemn mass media without appeal, and 
perhaps unjustly. After all, he must have had some form of belief in the medium when 
he founded Libération in order to give a voice to the people, as its first issue 
pompously claimed it would on 5 February 1973 (it is true that initially at least the 
newspaper was free from advertisements and shareholders and could therefore 
justifiably claim a degree of independence). In contrast, the social media platform 
Twitter announced in November 2017 that it would double the accepted length of its 
tweet from the current 140 characters to 280 in order to woe back users and 
advertisers. So financial imperatives do not just shape the content but also the format 
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of social media. We can only speculate what Sartre would have made of our 
contemporary media culture, as well as of the advances of Web 2 technologies and 
social media. Now, not only the intellectual can benefit from the unprecedented 
power of the media to disseminate ideas but also the man in the street can have his 
message amplified by the fortune of tweets, retweets, hashtags etc. to reach, 
potentially, millions. 
 
But to return WR7RGRURY¶VDSSUDLVDORIWKHPHGLDWhe important criterion here is 
pluralism: the media needs to be independent from power (be it political or economic) 
and represent as wide a variety of opinions and interests as possible. This text was 
published in French in 1991, before the advent of the Internet and its plethora of blogs 
and social media sites, but at a time when the media was already increasingly in the 
hands of large corporations, which had unprecedented influence over politics. The 
owner of a large media empire and several television channels had not been elected 
president of a European nation-state; here in Britain Tony Blair had not enjoyed a 
landslide victory at the 1997 general elections possibly thanks WR5XSHUW0XUGRFK¶V
(and more specifically 7KH6XQ¶V) backing of New Labor. More recently, the Brexit 
campaign had not yet been won by the conflation of huge financial interests, savvy 
use of Facebook analytics to predict voter behavior and a media campaign run largely 
on falsehoods and sound bites. +RZHYHU,WKLQNWKDW7RGRURY¶VGHVFULSWLRQRIWKH
media is more that of an ideal than a reality. In the more recent  The Inner Ennemies 
of Democracy, he dwells on the unprecedented power of mass media, which by 
bombarding us from morning to night day in day out with the same message restrict 
our margin of freedom to form our own opinions.13 He points out that nowadays, 
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provided one is rich enough, one can purchase television and radio channels, 
newspapers, in multiples even and control what they say:  
 
The final result is that he [the media moghul] is no longer looking to persuade 
but to manipulate; and it is no longer a democracy but a plutocracy: it is not 
the people that holds power, but simply money.14 
 
And to ground this diagnosis Todorov draws ³on a recent example´: Rupert 
0XUGRFK¶VFORVHWLHVZLWK'DYLG&DPHURQDQGSUHYLRXVO\ with Tony Blair) and the 
News of the World phone hacking and bribery of Scotland Yard officers scandals.  
 
Noam Chomsky has tirelessly explored the construction of propaganda and the way in 
which the news is dictated and shaped by market economics, controlled by and 
profiting only a few. Audience ratings, or its tyranny to be more precise, are crucial in 
the current mass media. Profit comes before information value. Although he is 
primarily focusing on the state of the media in the United States, the situation is not 
much better in Europe. Edgar Morin says nothing else when he explains why he is not 
a ³media-friendly intellectual´:  
Today the danger is that you are part of a debate and the presenter interrupts 
you without cease because he thinks that one must not bore the viewer by 
talking too long. There are more and more constraints, so-called media-based, 
but which in my opinion lead to entertainment, which is very bad. One notes a 
real decline on this score.15 
In spite oI0RULQ¶Valarming diagnostics Todorov brings some hope to an otherwise 
gloomy situation. For him, the function of the intellectual is always two-fold: critical 
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and constructive. Here is it important to look in detail at how these two different 
aspects combine to form a fully-fledged role. For Todorov, the critical function of the 
intellectual supersedes that of the ³nihilist´ (³la fonction de pourfendeur et de 
négateur´ LQ7RGRURY¶VZRUGVZKRZKROO\UHMHFWVSUHVHQWVRFLHW\DQGHLWKHU
considers the future or the past in order to condemn the present. On the contrary, the 
critical function of the intellectual ³refer[s] to the constitutive principles of present 
society²in this instance, democratic principles²in order to criticize their imperfect 
realization in everyday life´16 7KHLQWHOOHFWXDO¶VMRELVWKHUHIRUHQRWMXVWFULWLFDOEXW
also constructive. Comparison to an ideal should not lead to blanket condemnation of 
reality but to an informed and sophisticated critique of the actual failings of our 
governments in view of improvement. This leads Todorov to state: 
 
Intellectuals judge present society not from without, but by reviving the 
intensity of its principles; they call not for a radical revolution, nor a return to 
the past, but for the reanimation of an ideal that has been extinguished. To act 
in such a way is more than a right: it is a duty imposed on them by the very 
position they occupy in the heart of democratic society.17 
 
7RGRURY¶VGLVWUXVWRISROLWLFVDQGJRYHUQPHQWPDQGDWHVIRULQWHOOHFWXDOVextends to 
the enrolment of an intellectual for a political party, which has defined intellectual 
engagement for decades. Over Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, Todorov chooses David 
Rousset or Germaine Tillion. Rousset, former political prisoner at Buchenwald, 
tirelessly fights for the denunciation of Soviet camps, the Gulag, after his liberation. 
His former communist comrades cut all contact with him, and the communist press 
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insults him (Les Lettres françaises, which he successfully takes to court for libel). As 
Todorov recounts: 
 
În 1950 Sartre and Merleau-Ponty published in Les Temps modernes a piece 
HQWLWOHG³/HV-RXUVGHQRWUHYLH´7KHGD\VRIRXUOLIHE\ZKLFKWKH\EURNHRII
all relations with their comrade.: ³The truth is that experience, even of 
something as absolute as the horror of the concentration camps, cannot 
determine a political position,´ they wrote, so as to justify their refusal to 
condemn the Soviet Union ± thereby providing us with a striking example of 
the political irresponsibility that was characteristic of French intellectuals of 
the period.18  
 
$VZHNQRZ6DUWUH¶VSRVLWLRQRQWKHGulag will cost him the following year his 
friendship with Albert Camus and fuel Camus to write that he has had enough of 
being criticised by people ³who ever only put their armchair in the direction of 
History´.19 
 
Tillion, on the other hand, leads a no less remarkable, and inspiring, life. Joining the 
French Resistance in 1940 during the Nazi invasion of France after the French 
capitulation, she was arrested in 1942 and eventually transferred to Ravensbrück, 
where her own mother was to be killed in March 1945. Tillion barely survives until 
her liberation in May 1945. Like Rousset, after her release, she does not remain 
politically inactive but on the contrary joins him in his fight against other 
concentrationary structures in Eastern Europe. She goes to Algeria when the war 
breaks out in 1954 and endeavours to save as many lives as possible, regardless of 
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political affiliations. She denounces the use of torture in Algeria by the French 
military. Not just a militant, Tillion was an ethnographer by training and wrote 
numerous books not just about her fieldwork in Algeria and Africa but also on 
Ravensbrück. She died in 2008 at the age of 101 and in February 2014 President 
Hollande announced that her ashes would be interred in the Pantheon, in recognition 
of her importance in the Resistance, an honour granted her by the nation, which 
Todorov and anthropologist Christian Bromberger had argued for in Le Monde.20 
 
In Devoirs et Délices7RGRURY¶VLQWHOOHFWXDODXWRELRJUDSK\LQWKHIRUPRI
conversations, he explains why he was so shy of any form of involvement with 
political action, iQFOXGLQJKLVVKXQQLQJWKHGHPRQVWUDWLRQVRI0D\¶DVGLUHFWO\
related to his experience of totalitarianism. In effect, he had grown up to believe all 
politics to be if not malevolent, then at least frivolous and pointless. Furthermore, 
while his family was living under totalitarianism in Bulgaria, he felt compelled not to 
endanger them with his actions, which is both responsible and understandable. More 
recently, in an interview with Pascal Boniface, he has defined the position of the 
intellectual in slightly different terms, which may cast some light on the present 
discussion: 
 On the one hand the intellectual has a certain competence in a 
particular domain of study, such as the different sciences (natural or social) or 
in a form of creation, which demands a certain knowledge of the world too. 
On the other hand he feels concerned by social issues of the society in which 
he lives. Intellectuals are those who hold in their hands both ends 
simultaneously.21 
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He continues with references to some of the intellectuals he values most: Tony Judt, 
Edward Said, Vassilii Grossman, Raymond Aron and François Furet, to name just a 
few. The tension between activism and intellectual enquiry is permanent. Even Said is 
said to have gradually relinquished intellectual enquiry for activism at the end of his 
life. 
 
This aspiration to truth is put into question if one embraces a cause and one 
wants to subject everything to it. The position of the intellectual is somewhat 
uncomfortable, fragile, because he is pulled between these two extremes. It is 
a constant threat: if he does become a pure militant, he is no longer an 
intellectual.22  
 
In fact, what Todorov is hinting at is the question of intellectual honesty or integrity. 
As an intellectual, one must remain impartial even if the truth one uncovers goes 
DJDLQVWRQH¶VFRQYLFWLRQV2QHPXVWQRWPDVVDJHLWLQDQ\ZD\WRPDNHLWILWRXU
worldview or aims. When asked whether it is acceptable to lie for a greater good, 
Todorov predictably gives a nuanced but uncompromising answer: 
It is unacceptable if one wants to remain an intellectual in the sense given 
above, that is as somebody who tries to simultaneously hold both ends: 
concerned by the public interest (la cause publique) but trying to remain 
faithful to his ideal of searcher for the truth.23 
But when asked directly in one of his last interviews about the division he introduces 
between the search for truth of the scholar and the political activism of the militant, he 
replies, half convincingly: 
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But I think the first two [Said and Chomsky], at least, had two different 
elements to their work. Said, whom I knew as a friend, on the one hand wrote 
scholarly books in which he analyzed texts from the past, and on the other 
hand was a member of the Palestinian parliament in exile and went to 
meetings with Yasser Arafat and other Palestinian leaders. The two types of 
activities were related, but they did not merge. If we had had the feeling that 
Said, in Orientalism and his other works, was playing fast and loose with 
history, then we would not have been very happy. We would have considered 
WKDWLUUHVSRQVLEOH«/HWPHMXVWLQWHUUXSWZKDW,ZDVVD\LQJWRUHFDOOD
TXRWDWLRQIURP5RXVVHDXWKDW,OLNHWRXVHIURPWLPHWRWLPH³WKHPDQRIWKH
party is for that very reason an enemy of WKHWUXWK´6RLI\RXDFFHSWWKHWUXWK
± that is to say, the attempt to be as fair and accurate as possible ± as the 
ultimate criterion, then you are no longer a man of the party, since you are 
putting something above the interests of the party or any kind of bias. So you 
have to choose. Chomsky made this change a little later on, not from moment 
to moment but over the course of his life. Between the ages of twenty and fifty 
he was essentially a linguist, and then he became a political commentator 
whose work I read with great interest. I value his opinions very much, but all 
that has nothing to do with his theory of syntactic structures and generative 
grammar. And the same goes for the others. Naomi Klein is the most difficult 
example, in that all her books are both well researched and activistic in nature: 
they are written in favor of a particular thesis. But in her case, too, I think that 
if we found out there was a conflict between the two dimensions of her work, 
we would be displeased by the conflation.24 
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$OWKRXJKKHFOHDUO\DFFHSWVWKDWLQ.OHLQ¶VFDVHERWKIXQFWLRQVVFKRODUO\DQG
activistic, are embedded in each other, inseparable, it does not lead him to reconsider 
his theoretical position. The cases of Said and Chomsky are interesting in that they 
indeed maintain a degree of separation between their academic activities and their 
activism. But this argument does not totally convince either. Indeed, when Chomsky 
uses his scholarly practice, expertise and reputation to investigate the workings of the 
US government in detail and pull apart the false ideology which conceals their real 
LQWHQWLRQVDQGPRWLYDWLRQVLWLVSUHFLVHO\KLVVWDWXVDVD³SXEOLFLQWHOOHFWXDO´DQG
professor at MIT, that guarantees the soundness of his research and the truthfulness of 
his critique. The fact that he built his career on structural linguistics seems irrelevant. 
It appears, though, that what Rousseau had in mind was slightly different: one cannot 
be partisan while searching for the truth. %XWRQHFDQGHGLFDWHRQH¶VUHVHDUFK to 
uncovering the facts about labor exploitation embedded in globalized economics or 
the involvement of various U.S. administrations in war crimes. 
 
However, iQWKHSDVWWHQ\HDUV7RGRURY¶VLQWHOOHFWXDOSURGXFWLRQKDVGLYHUVLILHGLQWR
another sphere: political commentary. Although he has contributed to newspapers on 
occasion over the past two decades, in particular to Le Monde, Todorov has published 
(since 2003) three books that do not focus on, or even consider, literature, but on the 
contrary provide detailed and penetrating analyses of current international affairs and 
specific political events.25 These books are: Le Nouveau Désordre mondial (2003), 
which examines the evidence in favor and against the then impending War on Iraq 
(and clearly argues against it); La Peur des barbares (The Fear of Barbarians) 
(2008), which dissects the rise of populism and concurrently of islamophobia in 
Western Europe and of Islamic fundamentalism; and Les Ennemis intimes de la 
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démocratie (2011) in which he analyses the ways in which ³freedom´ is used and 
transformed in order to further geopolitical aims, and how our core democratic values 
are thereby undermined.  
 
Although Todorov is not concerned in these works with the definition of the role of 
the intellectual, some passages enable us to further characterize it. I will focus on 
7RGRURY¶VWUHDWPHQWRIWKHXVHRIWRUWXUHLQWKHODVWIHZ\HDUVGXULQJZKDW*HRUJH:
Bush has called ³the War on Terror´, as an immediate response to 9/11. Of course, 
the United States has long used torture abroad, particularly in Central and Latin 
America, as detailed by Chomsky in numerous lectures and books; but it seems 
appropriate to signal here that Great Britain too has a history of practicing torture, in 
Northern Ireland, but according to Ian Cobain, author of Cruel Britannia, in London 
as well, in the so-called ³London Cage´ (as it was known), in other words ³the 
London office of the Combined Services Detailed Interrogation Centre´, a torture 
center run by MI19 (the War Office section gathering intelligence from enemy 
prisoners of war), where ³the British military had operated throughout the 1940s, in 
complete secrecy, in a row of Victorian villas in one of the exclusive neighborhoods 
of London [Kensington Palace Gardens]´.26 Thousands of Germans, as is to be 
expected, were tortured there, but also British fascists, at least until November 1940, 
when interrogations of British nationals stopped. The center remained in use until 
1948, according to Cobain. The International Red Cross initially had no idea about its 
existence, but once it became aware of it, was, it would seem, powerless or unwilling 
to do anything about it. However, once it was closed, the British continued their 
practices, this time in internment camps in Germany, where allegedly the treatment of 
prisoners was considerably worse.27 This is very different from the situation in the 
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first decade of the twenty-first century, as then torture is acknowledged in all but 
name and even made legal.28  
 
7RUHWXUQWR7RGRURYLQDGLVFXVVLRQRIWKH86¶VURXWLQHDQGOHJDOL]HGUHFRXUVHWR
torture in the Army (as long as it is not referred to as ³torture´) in Les Ennemis 
intimes de la démocratie, he details the damage that the legalization of torture causes 
the torturer and the fact that numerous groups of professionals are implicated in its 
practice: judicial advisers to the government, psychiatrists, doctors etc. He then adds: 
³At the same time, university professors produce moral, legal or philosophical 
justifications for the use of torture´, and concludes that ³a State that legalizes torture 
is no longer democratic´.29 We have to go back to The Fear of Barbarians for a more 
detailed discussion of the topic. In a memo (commonly referred to as the Torture 
Memo), dated 1 August 2002, signed by Jay Bybee but written by John Yoo, 
Professor of Law at Berkeley and addressed to Alberto Gonzales, legal advisor to 
President George W. Bush, a redefinition of the term ³torture´ is put forward in order 
to posit the legality of certain practices of the Army, thus no doubt increasing its 
use.30 However, Todorov goes on to write that open reference to and support of 
torture became increasingly common among media pundits and even Republican 
candidates for the 2008 Presidential elections. Even more worryingly, perhaps, he 
points out that ³The subject has also entered academic debate and there are renowned 
professors [willing] to provide judicial, political and moral arguments in favor of 
torture. We can read a sample of them in the collective volume Torture: A Collection¶
(published in 2004 in NY and Oxford by OUP).´ Todorov goes on to name names: 
Alan Dershowitz from Harvard Law School, Jean Bethke Elshtain from the 
University of Chicago, Oren Gross from the University of Minnesota, Sanford 
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Levinson from the University of Texas, Richard Posner from the Chicago Law 
School. He then declares that:  
The condemnation of torture ceases to be obvious and becomes a question 
about which opinions diverge, as the title of the volume The Torture Debate in 
America shows. One can imagine that soon chairs and departments teaching 
the why and the how of torture could be created«31 
« 
 Although not all academics involved in the publications support or justify torture 
(some clearly condemn it unambiguously), Todorov clearly finds it objectionable that 
the subject of torture can become a matter for debate. 
 
These academics, who advise the US Government on how to define and carry out 
their ³coercive practices´ in order to avoid future lawsuits, would certainly fall within 
WKHFDWHJRU\RIWKHµ³WHFKQRFUDWLFDQGSROLF\-oriented intellectuals¶, responsible and 
serious thinkers who devote themselves to the constructive work of shaping policy 
within established institutions and to ensuring that indoctrination of the young 
proceeds on course´, as Chomsky puts it in his article ³The Responsibility of 
Intellectuals, Redux´ published in the Boston Review in 2011. These ³expert´
intellectuals not only contribute to perpetuating the status quo, they also shape it!32 To 
them, Chomsky opposes what he calls ³value-oriented´¶LQWHOOHFWXDOV ³It seems to be 
close to a historical universal that conformist intellectuals, the ones who support 
official aims and ignore or rationalize official crimes, are honored and privileged in 
their own societies, and the value-oriented punished in one or another way.´ He goes 
on to explain: 
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Since power tends to prevail, intellectuals who serve their governments are 
considered responsible, and value-oriented intellectuals are dismissed or 
denigrated. At home that is. 33 
This leads him to reflect on what responsibility can be apportioned to intellectuals: 
As for the responsibility of intellectuals, there does not seem to be much to say 
beyond some simple truths. Intellectuals are typically privileged²merely an 
observation about usage of the term. Privilege yields opportunity, and 
opportunity confers responsibilities. An individual then has choices.34 
 
In fact, what Chomsky seems to hint at is that the intellectual has an enhanced 
responsibility towards the society which gives him/her subsistence for his/her 
intellectual activity to uncover government abuses, cover ups, policies which go 
against individual human rights, etc. With not just the education to empower the 
intellectual, but also access to resources and abundance of time to investigate issues 
RIVRFLDOFRQFHUQWKHLQWHOOHFWXDO¶VUHVSRQVLELOLW\WRKLVKHUpeers is to direct his/her 
intellectual activity to defend the public interest (rather than to further his/her own 
careers or nurture personal privileges). It seems that this would be a conception of the 
LQWHOOHFWXDO¶VUROHZLWKZKLFK7RGRURYZRXOGDSSHDUat ease. 
 
It is time now to ponder on the question of ³How much damage can a pen really do?´ 
as Marshall Mathers, more widely known as American rapper Eminem, interpellates 
in ³Who knew,´ in which a typically ironic and cynical narrator declines 
responsibility for his lyrics in view of the general hypocrisy and moral bankruptcy of 
contemporary American society.35 ,IZHFRQVLGHU7RGRURY¶VSRVLWLRQIURPKLV
FULWLTXHRI6DUWUH¶VHQGRUVHPHQWRIWKH3&), even after he knew of the existence of 
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the GulagRULIZHUHFDOO&KRPVN\¶VGLVFXVVLRQRIWKHFULWLFDOLQWHOOHFWXDO¶V
responsibility, the answer can only be: ³A lot!´. 
 
We can now attempt to articulate the concept of engagement more clearly and move 
away from the now clichéd view of the engaged intellectual as a mouthpiece for a 
political party to a more nuanced understanding of intellectual engagement, one 
ZKLFKDWRQFHHPEUDFHV7RGRURY¶VVRSKLVWLFDWHGDQDO\WLFDOVWDQFHDQGFRPHVRXWRI
the shadows of intellectual detachment to defend, indeed further, its underpinning 
values. Todorov, perhaps thanks to his slightly marginal position, eschewing fashions 
and the glare of mass media, has helped us define intellectual engagement as a more 
sober, potentially less exciting, but decidedly more grounded conception of the 
LQWHOOHFWXDO¶VUROH, one that would take the search for and exposition of truth as its 
ideal and a constant reevaluation of its activity in relation to our core democratic 
values as a relentless practice. The main tools of our trade may be pen, paper and ink, 
or more likely word processor, computer and printer, but that should not diminish our 
sense of participation in a common goal of striving to make our societies and our 
world more intelligible and hopefully help change them for the better. Therefore, LVQ¶W
it time to think about how much good a pen can really do? 
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